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.THE OLDEST BRITISH FOLK PL4Y 
Much has been m i t t e n  about the B r i t i s h  f o l k  p l a y  t r a d i t i o n s  during t h e  l a s t  
two hundred years; many t e x t s  have been col lec ted  and many o f  these  published.1 
What has been genera l ly  overlooiced i n  the  study of  t h e  f o l k  plays i s  t h e  import- 
ance of "the book of t h e  play," the  copy from which performers learned t h e i r  
pa r t s .  I n  reading the  hundreds of f o l k  play t e x t s  which have been pr in ted ,  
one meets again and again the  staterlent  t h a t  t h e  recorder h s s  been assured t h a t  
the  t e s t  has been handed down from fa.ther t o  son i n  most i d e a l  fashion, and yet  
the  evidence ind ica tes  t h a t  t h i s  i s  o f t e n  not t rue .  I suspgct t h a t  the performers 
soon learned t h a t  t h e i r  p lay  would be considered more valuable i f  i.t were pure ly  
o r a l ,  and accordingly t o l d  the  c o l l e c t o r  what he r e a l l y  wanted t o  hear.  It i s  
becoming obvious t h a t  i n  the northern p a r t s  of England, northern I re land ,  and 
southern Scotland, a very l a r g e  number o f  chapbook t e x t s  were p r in ted  during t h e  
l a t e  eighteenth,  nineteenth,  and e a r l y  twentieth centuries. '  One discovers 
occas ional ly  t h a t  a p a r t i c u l a r  band of performers used a p r in ted  text .3 And 
s t i l l  more o f t e n  one f i n d s  t e x t s  recorded which a re  s t r i k i n g l y  l i k e  known chap- 
book versions,  an which d i f f e r  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  f rorn the  o ther  vers ions  recorded 
i n  the  same area.' Cer ta in ly  any se r ious  s tudy o f  tile f o l k  plays must no t  ignore 
t h e  chapbook t e x t s  .5 
No pr in ted  vers ion of t h e  fo l  p lays  i s  known t o  have c i r c u l a t e d  i n  the  south 
and c e n t r a l  p a r t s  o f  England.' But we canfiot assume t h a t  thesz  a reas  were f r e e  
from the inf luence  of a i mitten t e x t .  Among Percy Manningts papers a r e  two 
copies of p lays  a s  performed a t  Marston, Oxi'oydshire; these,  though w r i t t e n  down 
by performers i n  1832 and 1899, a r e  unmistakably based on a s i n g l e  manuscript.? 
G. A.  Rowell published i n  1886 a t e x t  "from an old  w r i t t e n  paper f r o m  which t h e  
performers ev iden t ly  had t o  l e a r n  t h e i r  par ts ,"  and t h i s  was a l s o  from Oxfordshire.8 
Thus, although t h e r e  nay well  have been no chapbooks c i r c u l a t i n g  i n  c e n t r a l  and 
southern Gn(r1and--in f a c t ,  we f i n d  occasional record of  someone seeking ( o f t e n  i n  
vain, apparently)  t o  o b t a i n  t h e  "correct"  wgrds9--there does seem t o  have been 
a t r a d i t i o h  of manuscript prompts. J u s t  how e:ctensively manuscripts were used 
t o  preserve t h e  l o c a l  t e x t s  we may never know, but  t h i s  c e r t a i n l y  nay account, 
a t  l e a s t  i n  p a r t ,  f o r  t h e  g rea t  s i r i l a r i t y  of t h e  f o l k  p lays  of t h i s  region. 
There has been much specula t ion about the su2posed r i t u a l  o r i g i n  of t h e  various 
l o c a l  t r a d i t i o n s .  I n  keeping with t h i s  emphasis on origins,  the  e labbra te-  ' 
Reves5g Swocd Play, performed on Oc~ober  20, 1779, has  b t2en  comented upon 
"C- -
.extensively because it i s  the o l d e s t  surviving text.10 But a fragment from 
Exeter, Devonshire, da tes  from approxixately 1737, and yet i s  h a r i l y  ever  noticed:  
Ohl here comes I, St .  George, a man of courage bold, 
And with my spear I winntd th ree  crowns of gold, 
I slew t h e  dragon, and brought him t,o the  slaughter ,  
And by t h a t  very means I married Sabra, t h e  beauteous King of Eg tts % daughter, 
Furthermore, I have demonstrated elsewhere t h a t  the  p lay  from Revesby, Lincoln- 
sh i re ,  i s  undoubtedly a l i t e r a r y  adaPtat ion. l2 A much l e s s  impressive t e x t  from 
I s l i p ,  Oxfordshire, dated 1780, must, the re f  e ,  be given t h e  honor of being Pi msidered  t h e  o ldes t  recorded complete t e x t .  A S t .  George p l a y  l i k e  t h e  above 
Exeter fragment, it has  never been published, bu t  has been mentioned twice.14 
The o l d e s t  ltnown chapbook version, however, was published i n  1771 i n  Newcastle ,lS 
The following t e x t  from I s l i p ,  Oxfordshire, may have been wr i t t en  simply t o  
preserve the  t e x t ,  but  it may have served a d i f f e r e n t  purpose i n  l a t e r  years. 
The Is ' p  t e x t  published by P. He Ditchf ie ld  almost one hundred twenty years 
later," which i s  undoubtedly based on yet  another manuscript preserved among 
Manningts papers,17 i s  near ly  i d e n t i c a l  wi th  a l l  b u t  t h e  "prologuett of Anna 
Bmino, the  l a t e r  sppech of F a t  Jack and t h a t  of  Pedlar  Chap, and t h e  songs i n  the  
following t ex t .  Tha.t this t e x t  i s  remotely based on a chapbook i s  a p o s s i b i l i t y ,  
Anna DominoJs prologue i s  unlike anything e l s e  I have uncovered i n  the  plays,  
Fat Jack ' s  speech i s  an obvious parody of the coirunon "wife and f m i l y  on my baclc" 
quatrain,  and Pedlar  Chap's speech included such dated and a t y p i c a l  l i n e s  a s  
ttPatches f o r  the re  P r e t t y  Facesett !:one of t h i s  is ,  I think,  f u l l y  demonstrable, 
but  the t e x t  remains most important because of i t s  e a r l y  date.  It demonstrates 
t h a t  t h e  t e x t s  have changed very l i t t l e  i n  almost two hundred years. 
T I E  ISLIP :!IUlQIERS I PLAY OF 178018 
Anna Domino, Carrying a Besom o r  Broorrl 
- - -  
What hot What hol make room f o r  mummers 
and o ld  Anna Domino 
I have brought my champions brave 
Fighting men, and Pedlar  knave 
Old Doctor Spinny, sometimes ca l led  Quack, 
h i s  man S a l t  Peter ,  and o ld  Fat  Jack, 
Old Father Christmas, so o ld  and white, 
he has promised t o  look i n  tonight ,  
Act f i  7 ~ 9 % ~ ~  Come i n  my e l d e s t  son and show how b a t t l e s  
- -  -
are l o s t  o r  won 
Here come I the  Rozyl Duke of Blunderlznd 
Idith my Broad Sword a l l  i n  my hand, 
Where i s  the man t h a t  da,res bid me s tand  
1'11 s l a y  him and cu t  him ass srnall a s  F l i e s ,  
and send him t o  t h e  Cookshop t o  make mincepies, 
l l incepies ho t  o r  rlincepies cold  
1 1 1 1  send him t o  the  Devil before he2' three  days old. 
Enter  E a r l  o r  King Percy 
I - - -  
I am the  marl t h a t  dares t o  b id  you stand,  
al l tho '  you sw2,ggers and swears, tha.t  with your courageous hand, 
you w i l l  s l a y  me and cut  me up a s  small a s  F l i e s ,  
and send me t o  the  Cook shop, t o  make Nince pies,  
Defend yourself f o r  I show no Fqercy, 
I f i g h t  t o  t h e  death a s  sure  a s  1 am Percy. 
Ins t ruc t ions ,  decide which i s  t o  be Dead Man, and 
------ -
make a good f i g h t ,  
Ca l l  t h e  doctor, c a l l  o ld  Quack. 
Take my donkey t o  bring him ba,ck. 
Knock a t  door. 
---
Come i n  doctor Quack 
I am not a Quack, as you may see 
I am Doctor Spinney with a Big PI, D, 
Doctor e n t e r s  mounted, - Nag r e s t i v e ,  - kicks t h e  doctor 
off .  Blame S a l t  Peter  f o r  giving the  Nag G1 many 
- ---- --- p- 
Beans, 
Doctor, doctor, I have k i l l  'd2* a man. 
S z l t  P e t e r ,  
-- 
K i l l f d  a man, kil11d23 a 24 ilonkey. 
Herald. 
Doctor, doctor,  do your p a r t  
the  King i s  wounded t o  the  Heart 
a s  you can p l a i n l y  see, 
D . ' ~  S. examines the  Dead Man &z6 calls Pete r  t o  bring 
- - -  ----
h i s  bzg of Tools. 
Pe te r ,  
-
I shan ' t ,  f e t c h  them yourself .  
Keep a dog and bark myself f e t c h  them 
t h i s  minute. 
Pe te r  brings bag of Tools.  
-- --- 
Doctor szws up t h e  wound, and speaks a s  follows 
- -  - . -  
I un a Doctor, a Doctor Good 
hfi13~5 handz7 were never s ta ined with Blood, 
I can cure the  i t c h ,  the  Pox, the  Palsy, and the  Gout, 
Pains within and pains without, 
If t h e  ~ e v i 1 ~ ~  i n  I can f e t c h  him out. 
I have P l z s t e r  and Potions Poisons, and P i l l s ,  
Some t o  cure, and some t o  k i l l .  
I have travelled throt England, I re land,  France, and Spain, 
been t o  Europe and back $gain 
Hocus, Pocus, Alecampain 
Take one of my P i l l s ,  Dead Man, r i s e  and f i g h t  again.  
Dead krian i s  a l i v e  a ~ a i n  
----.-, Singing heard outside.  Song 
-
I am a Button maker by my Trade, 
T i l l  I was ruined by a Elaid, 
Dam such !$aids so  said I 
Fall rdll r i d d l e  r o l l  ri3O do. 
Enters  Fat Jack Drunk, 
- _ 1 3  
Here come I o l d  Fat  Jack, 
A t  f i g h t i n g  I csn do my whack, 
by Day, o r  Night, o r  candle l ight ,  
o l d  Jack will Fight, with a l l  h i s  might 
wrong o r  right, sober o r  t i g h t .  
Jack s taggers  d1 f a l l s ,  and knock32 Anna Domino 
- - _ I _ - -  down, 
Anna - - ~ ~ 3 3  groaning, - i s exanined by D. S. 
L .I 
Sa3.t Pe te r ,  
shes34 go t  the  Toothache. 
The Tooth Ache why she i s  qu i t e  big and w i l l  
br ing f o r t h  a New-Heir-Year, on the  31%~ of 
December a t  1 2  p .  m. 
P e t e r  fetch35 Pinchers we  w i l l  have a t ~ o t h  
out ,  and make sure, it w i l l  male t h e  B i l l  longer.  
P u l l s  t o o ~ h  ou t  and give36 a P i l l .  A .  D. r i g h t  again. 
I .- -,- , - - - - 
Knock a t  door, 
Here comes I a Pedlar  spa~, 
On my shoulder I ca r t  s my pack, 
I have ribbons f o r  the  L dies  f a i r ,  8 ornaments t o  deck there3 Hair ,  
Patches f o r  there39 P r e t t y  Faces, 
High heeled Boots a d f i n e  Laces, 
Toys to please bothto great ,  and small, 
and I've brought my F idd l e  t o  p lease  you a l l .  
A l l  dance t h e  Norris  - - 
-- -
Enters  Father Christmas. Performers a l l  &.nce round 
- -- __L_ _L_I 
him, and a l l  s ing  together.  
- C I -  
A v i rg in  unspotted the  Prophets fo re to ld ,  
should b r ing  f o r t h  a Saviour which hie no41 behold, 
t o  be ourL2 redemption from Death, Hell ,  ~ $ 3  Sin,  
Which Adam's t ransgress ions  involved us i n .  
So l e t  us be merry cast Sorrow away 
C h r i s t  Jesus our Saviour was born ox t h i s  day 
1. E. C .  Cawte, Alex Helm, and N.  Peacock, English Ri tua l  - Drama  ondo don: Folk- 
l o r e  Society, 1967), pp. 94-132, contains t h e  d e f i n i t i v e  bibliography. 
Alan Brody, - The English Mummers - -  and t h e i r  Plays ( ~ h i l a d e l p h i a :  Universi ty 
of  Pennsylvania Press,  l m o n t a i r i s  a few add i t iona l  references,  a s  does 
J. V. P icker ing 's  unpublished 1971 Universi-by of  Ca l i fo rn ia  a t  Davis Ph.D, 
t h e s i s ,  "The ~1;dieval English Folk Drama ." 
2. See Alex Helm, The Chapbook liummers' - Plays (Ibstock, Leices ter :  The Guizer 
Press,  I-969), P r 3 & m r  a check l i s t  of  the  copies Helm knew of.  
3 See F. W. Moorman, "A Yorkshire Folk Play  and i t s  Ana.lo@esYtt i n  Essays 
and Studies,  vol.  2 (oxford: Clarendon Press, 19U), pp. 134-157. 
-
Unfortunately Moorman did not supply complete b ib l iographic  information. 
4. The t e x t  from Eaton House, Penkridge, S ta f f s . ,  i n  the  Ordish Collect ion,  
vol.  2, pp, U9-122, seems c l e a r l y  based on a chapbook version. 
5. Paul and Georgina Smith of  Shef f i e ld  Universi ty and I a r e  attempting t o  
extend Helm's work with t h e  chapbooks. TiJe have discovered more than a dozen 
t o  add t o  Helm's thir ty-one and a r e  on t h e  t r a c k  of o the r s  which have been 
mislaid. Knowledge of a d d i t i o n a l  copies, o r  even t h e  smal les t  reference  t o  a 
chapbook t e x t  not included i n  the  bibliography of Cawte e t  a 1  would be 
--*, 
g r e a t l y  appreciated,  
6 .  A poss ib le  exception i s  Henry S l i g h t r s  compilation, Christmas: H i s  Pagean9 
-
Play o r  Mystery of  "St. George;" a s  played by t h e  1t;;erant Ac tors  & l!Iummers,. 
.--.--III--- C- -L- ( P G t G o u t h :  D o  ~ r i c e T y d , n .  S l i g h t  conipleted t h i s  -67 a s s e r t i n g  
t h a t  it was lkompiled from znd c o l l a t e d  severa l  curious Ancient black- 
l e t t e r  e d i t i o n s  ,I1 >To "black-let terl t  ed i t ions  are  known, 
7. MS. TOP. Oxon. d..199, f f .  311r-314V. 
8. G. A. Rowell, "Xotes on Some Old-Fashioned English Customs,tt Folk-Lore 
-  
Journal  55 (1886) : 98-101. 
9. A l e t t e r  (no year given, but  c. 1900) from Edi th  M. Deverell t o  N r .  Gornme 
contains : "Their fihe l o c a l  m&imers~-/ g r e a t e s t  d i f f i c u l t y  i s  i n  g e t t i n g  t h e  
- 
words complete. The present  p a r t y  Eave not been taken i n  one by one a s  r e c r u i t s  
i n t o  the  o l d  gang, but  a, gap has occurred, ca.used r,o doubt by the genera l  
discouragement they  met with, and t h e  told mumrilersr look with suspic ion on 
the young ones, and wont t e l l  them t h e  words. They have fo rgo t t en  p a r t  o f 
what they used to hear  when they l i s t e n e d  t o  the o ld  mummers. Also they  say  
t h z t  every s e t  of mxmners has a d i f f e r e n t  s e t  of words. They are  very  amiov.s 
t o  ge t  the  p r i n t e d  o r  wr i t t en  copy, Would you be kind enough t o  l e t  them 
know the Serkshire  version? I could copy the words from any book.. .I d o n ' t  
know whether you w i l l  approve of sending ou t  wr i t t en  vers ions  but they are 
very anxious t o  have it so 1 said I would ask ~ ~ o u . ~ ~  Ordish Collect ion,  vol.  2, 
P. 85. 
10, T .  F. Ordish, ft!lorris Dance a t  Revesby,It Folk-Lore Journal  7 (1089) :  331-356, 
i s  the only  e d i t i o n  o f  the  play.  A l l  other pr in t ings  are r e p r i n t s  
* (acknowledged o r  no t ) ,  usua l ly  with e d i t o r i a l  "senset1 emendations. 
11. Quoted from G ,  T,, NCliristmas Pastimes i n  Exeter Sixty Years Ago, 
Western Antiquary, 3:9 (1883): 166. Cawtie e t  a l .  c i t e  the  source a s  
--
Andrew Brice,  The Itobiad o r  i a t t l e  of the  Voice (Exeter: S r i c e  and Thorn, 
- --- 
1770), p. 90, which they  claim was w r i t t e n  i n  1738. C f .  p. 101. I have 
been unable t o  v e r i f y  t h i s .  
3 2 .  See my a r t i c l e ,  "The Revesby Sword Play,Ir Journal. o f  American Folklore 
-
85:  335 (1972 ) : 9-57.  
13. I n  Percy J .  'lanning's papers i n  t h e  Bodleian Library, M s .  TOP. Oxon. d. 199, 
f f  . 301r-306', i s  a copy made by E. H . Binne y t o  whom the  o r i g i n a l  ms.  was 
sent .  The Ordish Collect ion,  held by the  Folklore Socie ty  i n  London, conta ins  
Alex Helmf s t y p e s c r i p t  of another copy i n  v o l e  2, pp. 62-64. 
1 .  Alexander and t h e  King of Egynt: A PIock Play a s  it i s  acted  by the llummers 
- I I -  - ------ 
every ~ h r i s t m a r ( ~ e w c a s t l e ,  1771): The only known copy i s  i n  the  Dyce 
-
~ o l l e ~ ~ d . ~ . l )  i n  t h e  Vic to r ia  and Alber t  Museum, London. Harold 
1 Schofield o f  t h e  His tory  Department a t  Colorado Women's College obtained 
a copy f o r  me. 
16. P o  I < .  Ditchf ie ld ,  - Old English Customs  ondo don: Redway, 1 8 ~ 6 ) ~  pp. 316-326; 
see Brodg, p. 46. 
17. M s .  Top. Oxon. d.199, f f .  3 0 ? ~ - 3 0 9 ~ .  
The t e x t  i s  an exact  reprodilction of ifs Top. Oxon. d.199, f f .  301r-306*. 
I have i t a l i c i z e d  s tage  d i rec t ions  and speakers nar~Es. Textx.al referellces 
a r e  given t o  the  Ordish Collect ion typesc r ip t ,  abbreviated a s  --.. Ord. 
The o r i g i n a l  m s .  was s e n t  t o  M r ,  , 1-1. Binney by an anonymous person who 
mailed it from Chichester,  March 4, 1902. Binney's copy of h i s  l e t t e r  follows: 
Mr, Binney 
S i r ,  someone s e n t  me t h e  Oxford Journal  t h i s  week t i s  not of'tcn 
I g e t  it, I saw your a r t i c l e  on the m m e r s  was pleased wi th  i'i, 
( f i f t y  years ago I used t o  belong t o  c gang of muxmers a t   slip) 
and thought praps t h e  enclosed might i n t e r e s t  you* Copy made 
t h i s  afternoon the 4th March 1902. 
Following the l e t t e r ,  Binney copies from t h e  ms. : 
This copy, The i1uwcers Flay,  taken fi-om an old  13. S. da te  1780 
The 1I. S. was t h e  property o f  tile l a t e  Thomas Johnson o f  I s l i p  
Oxon & i n  h i s  hand wri t ing .  he was Clerk of the  Parish. 
19 ,  Ord. reads !!Act. ls te1 '  I n  Binnejris copy an i - l l eg ib le  word of about th ree  
characters  i s  w r i t t e n  under flAct, 
20, Ord, reads llhels 
22. Ord, read.s Ittoo . I r  
22. Ord. reads "killed.11 Binney's copy i s  corrected from ~ l k i l i e d . ~  
23. Binney's copy i s  again correc ted  from "kil led."  
24. Ord, omits Ita.l) 
25. Ord. expands !ID ." t o  " D r .  I t  thro~1gl~ont . 
26. Ord. reads "and." 
27. Ord. reads f Ihand~.~l  
28. Ord. reads  "devil!s.l1 
29. Ord . reads I1Alecumpains .'I 
30. 01-d. reads 
31. Ord. reads  "and.lt 
32. Ord. r eads  "knocks.Ir 
33. Ord. reads llDomino.tl 
34. Ord. reads f l ~ h e ' s . ~ ~  
35. I n  the  m s  . "my1? i s  cancelled here. A note i n  the  bottom margin reads 11S3 
erased i n  o r ig ina l .  E. I:. B e u  
Ord. reads "gives . I f  
Ord. reads  I fcarr ies  ." 
Ord, resds  !!their.  
Ord. reads " t h e i r  .If 
Ord. reads  Irbothe ." 
Ord. reads ftnow.fl I n  Binneyf s copy t t f i i c F 9 s  wr i t t en  under "no ." 
- - 
Ord, reads f ~ o u t . ~ ~  
Ord, omits. 
- .. l l ichael J. Preston ' : 
Colorado 1Jorcen.t s .College 
Denver, Colorado 
TI43 PFIIZJ-SAL FOLK VER33S: TO F'@SSal QFF AND TO CABBAG3 014 TO 
--- -- - -- 
Verbs with f o l k  etymologies (and e s p e c i a l l y  those  derived from the  generic p l a n t  
and animal names) form a s i zab le  lexicon:  t o  skunk, t o  buffalo.  t o  crawfish. t o  
-L--' a- ---' - - -x 
parrot ,  t o  bug, t o  badger, and so on. The f o l k  verb lexicon grows considerably 
I -
with the  add i t ion  of phrxsal  verbs with a s ing le  p a r t i c l e :  t o  weasel out ,  t o  
- - 
torncat around, t o  snake ou t  ( l o e s ) ,  t o  louse up t o  r a t  o n , T o  cotton t o ,  t o  
-- --- -- ----'--- 
i iorss around, and so  on. The lexicon i s  f u r t h e r  lengthened z t h  the a d d i t E n  
of fo lk  verbs compounded with mul t ip le  p a r t i c l e s  : t o  weasel ou t  o f ,  t o  worm o u t  
- -- --- 
of t o  co t ton  up t o ,  and so- on. 
-' - --
Both t o  possum o f f  and t o  cabbage on t o  are folk verbs 0ccurrir.g i n  southern 
--- - U_ --- --
Indiana agra r i an  d i a l e c t s .  To possum o f f  occurs i n  the d i a l e c t  of o l d e r  members 
-
of es tabl ished farming fami l i e s  i n  an a rea  near t h e  Wabash River i n  soukhwestern 
Posey County. To cabbage on t o  occurs i n  northwestern Floyd County and north- 
-- 
eas te rn  ~ a r r i s o T c o u n t y  i n  t h e  d i a l e c t  of sone es tab l i shed  f arrcing fami l i e s ,  
To possum o f f  seems a kind of semantic extension of  the  b e t t e r  known t o  L a y  
.- - -
possum, which makes use o f  t h e  inheren t  a t t r i b u t e  of the opossum t o  f x g n  dga-th 
when threatezed with bodi ly  harm. To play  possxm makes use of an a t t r i b u t i v e  
--- 
fea tu re  s u b s t i t u t i o n  t h a t  subs i tu tes  s l eep  f o r  death. The phrasa l  verb t o  
- 
possum of f  has the f e a t u r e  feign dele ted  a:?d assumes t h e  meaning of t o  g a t 0  sietlp. 
- -- - - - -  
To possum o f f  i s  r a r e l y  useti i n  the  first person ("I th ink  1'11 go possum offtl);  
-- -
ra the r ,  it most c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  occurs i n  t he  t h i r d  person p a s t  t ense  form, . 
f requent ly  i n  response t o  a quest ion:  
Q: Where's John, Sam? 
A :  He possumed o f f  a while back, 
On occasion, t o  possum o f f  i s  expanded t o  inc lude a second p a r t i c l e ,  en, and 
-
t h e  new p h r a s z  verb assumes t h e  meaning of t o  go t o  s l eep  on: 
- - -  Q : What happened t o  John, Sam? 
A :  He possumed o f f  on me. 
To cabbage on to, however, is  of  an obscure etymology, f o r  the re  seems t o  be no 
-
r e a l  t r a n s f z  3 a t t r i b u t i v e  f e a t u r e s  from t h e  noun cabbage t o  t h e  phrasal  verb. 
